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+HQUL 9DQ /LHU¶V Philosophy of Photography originally appeared in French in the 
Cahiers de la Photographie in 1983 before being published as a book in 1993. The 
monograph has been influential ever since, particularly in Belgium, as it quickly became 
required reading in many photography courses. Its reputation never spread to the 
Anglophone world, however. This translation, complete with a new set of illustrations, is 
meant to change this reception.  
 Philosophy of Photography consists of three parts. In Part One Van Lier presents 
a detailed analysis of the texture and structure of the photograph. The photographic 
imprint, as he sees it, is inevitably characterised by weightlessness, superficiality of field, 
DQ µimpassible¶ PDUJLQ DQG D KHVLWDWLRQ EHWZHHQ GDUNQHVV DQG OLJKW ,W LV DOVR 
V\QFKURQRXV LQ WKH VHQVH WKDW LW µH[SHOV FRQFUHWH GXUDWLRQ¶ DQG LVRPRUSKLF VLQFH LW LV
µDOZD\VDQRQ-SODFH¶0RUHRYHUWKHSKRWRJUDSKLFLPSULQWLVDWWKHVDPHWLPHDQDORJLFDO
and digital, surcharged and subcharged. Van Lier explains this in the following way. 
3KRWRJUDSKV DUH DQDORJLFDO EHFDXVH LQ WKH µGDUk and light stains of a figurative 
photograph one can recognize forms that share proportions (analogies) with those of an 
RXWVLGHVSHFWDFOH¶<HWWKH\DUHDOVRGLJLWDOEHFDXVHWKHGDUNDQGOLJKWVWDLQVDUHREWDLQHG
µWKURXJK WKH FRQYHUVLRQ RI HDFK VLQJOH Vilver haloid grain governed by the choice 
between darkened / non-GDUNHQHG WKDW LV WR VD\ D FKRLFH EHWZHHQ \HV RU QR ¶
Photographic imprints are inevitably subcharged or under-informed since there is always 
 2 
a loss of information if we compare the imprint with the depicted spectacle (dozens of 
colours instead of thousands, etc.). Simultaneously, however, photographic imprints are 
surcharged. For instance, a photograph of a busy street brings everything to a standstill 
and thus allows us to discover and QRWLFHWKLQJVWKDWZHZRXOGQ¶WEHDEOHWRVHHLQUHDO
life.  
 $IWHUWKLVILUVWVNHWFK\FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIZKDWKHFDOOVWKHµDEVWUDFWLYHLPSULQW¶
Van Lier introduces what is arguably the most fundamental distinction in his exposé, 
namely the distinctioQEHWZHHQµVLJQV¶µLQGH[HV¶DQGµLQGLFHV¶Signs, says Van Lier, are 
intentional, conventional, and systematic signals. Indices are not signs, but rather the 
HIIHFWV RI D FDXVH WKH\ SK\VLFDOO\ VLJQDO HLWKHU WKURXJK µPRQVWUDWLRQ¶ ± as when the 
imprint of D ERDU¶V SDZ VKRZV WKLV VDPH SDZ ± RU µGHPRQVWUDWLRQ¶ DV ZKHQ D
GLVDUUDQJHPHQW RI IXUQLWXUH PLJKW UHYHDO D WKLHI¶V SDWK WKURXJK WKH KRXVH ,QGLFHV DUH
non-intentional, non-conventional signs. Indexes indicate objects in the same way as the 
index finger might point to an object. Indexes DUHZKDW9DQ/LHUFDOOV µPLQLPDOVLJQV¶
they are intentional and conventional but designate nothing by themselves. When 
applying this threefold distinction to photography, Van Lier stresses the fact that 
photographs are not signs. Photographs are indices that signal their cause. But 
photographs do contain indexes which indicate certain privileged parts of imprints. 
Examples of such indexes are the darkening or brightening of certain parts of imprints 
during development or the enclosing of a motive through a certain depth of field. 
3KRWRJUDSKVWRXVH9DQ/LHU¶VFDWFKSKUDVHDUHpossibly indexed indices.  
 7R DYRLG DOO FRQIXVLRQ ZLWK &6 3HLUFH¶V IDPRXV GLVWLQFWLRQ EHWZHHQ LFRQV
indexes, and symbols, Van Lier added an appendix at the end of the book outlining the 
GLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQKLVRZQDQG3HLUFH¶VDFFRXQW+LVPDLQREMHFWLRQLVWKDWWKH3HLUFHDQ
QRWLRQRIµLQGH[¶LVIDUWRREURDGDVLWHQFRPSDVVHVQRWRQO\µLQGLFHV¶EXWDOVROLQJXLVWLF
indexes (such as possessive, relative, and demonstrative pronouns), propositions, and the 
uttered names of existing or imaginary things. According to Van Lier, it is difficult to see 
ZK\VXFKDPXGGOHGQRWLRQEHFDPHVRLQIOXHQWLDOH[FHSW WKDWµIRUUHDVRQVRIDFDGHPLF




becomes evident in WKHODVWIHZSDUDJUDSKVRI3DUW2QH$IWHUGHILQLQJµWKHVFHQH¶DVµD
VSHFLILFDQGPDUNHGSODFHWKDWLVDWDJRRGGLVWDQFHIURPRXUH\HDQGERG\«VRWKDWZH
FDQHPEUDFHZLWKRXUVLJKWZKDW LV WDNLQJSODFH WKHUH¶KHJRHVRQ WRFODLP WKDW VFHQHV
cannot be found in Africa, as if this is self-evident ± which, needless to say, it is not. He 
DOVR TXLWH FRQIXVLQJO\ ZULWHV WKDW WKH SKRWRJUDSK µVRPHWLPHV « UHPDLQV ZLWKLQ WKH
REYLRXVQHVV RI WKH VFHQH¶ ZKLOH UHSHDWHGO\ VWUHVVLQJ WKDW µ>E@HIRUH DOO HOVH WKH
photogUDSK XQVHWWOHV WKH VFHQH¶ $GGLWLRQDOO\ 9DQ /LHU SURSRVHV UDWKHU JUDWXLWRXVO\
that every photograph has something obscene even though he acknowledges himself that, 




distinction raises a few questions. To begin with, is it not circular to define one concept in 
terms of the other and vice versa? Also, does it make sense to talk about the real in so far 
as it is already organized in sign systems? Does the real not stop being the real once it is 
organized in such a way? MoreRYHUZKHQ9DQ/LHUGHVFULEHVSKRWRJUDSKVDVµIUDJPHQWV
RIUHDOLW\ZLWKLQWKHGRXEOHIUDPHRIWKHUHDO¶RQHPLJKWZRQGHUKRZWKLVLVSRVVLEOH
How can there be a frame of the real if the real is that which escapes all framing? At the 
very least this seems an ill-chosen metaphor. Van Lier even talks about the double frame 
of the real, thereby referring to the chemistry of the film and the physicality of the lens. 
7KLVPDNHVLWHYHQPRUHLQFRPSUHKHQVLEOH7KHUHDOIRU9DQ/LHULVWKDWZKLFKLVµQRW
yet dRPHVWLFDWHGE\RXU WHFKQLFDO VFLHQWLILFDQGVRFLDO UHODWLRQV¶EXWDUHSKRWRJUDSKLF
film and lenses not precisely the products of technology and science?  
 More is said about technology and science in Part Two which offers an 
investigation of what Van LiHU FDOOV µSKRWRJUDSKLF LQLWLDWLYHV¶ +H GLVWLQJXLVKHV IRXU
consecutive initiatives. First there is the initiative of industrial technology, then there is 
the initiative of nature, after which follows the initiative of the spectacle. The initiative of 
the photographer comes last and is utterly dependent on the three previous initiatives. 
+HQFH9DQ/LHU¶VFRQFOXVLRQWKDWLQWKHSKRWRJUDSKLFSURFHVVZHKDYHILQDOO\OHIWEHKLQG
anthropocentrism and humanism. But, one might wonder, how can Van Lier claim that, 
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say, the initiative of industrial technology marks the end of anthropocentrism, when in 
Part One technology is described as something by which we anthropocentrically 
GRPHVWLFDWH µWKH UHDO¶" $OVR ZKLOH LW LV RQH WKLQJ WR VD\ WKDW &DUWLHU-%UHVVRQ¶V RU
WestoQ¶V SKRWRJUDSKLF SUDFWLFH ZDV SDUWO\ GHWHUPLQHG E\ WKH DYDLODEOH RU SUHIHUUHG
equipment, it is quite another thing to claim that the equipment itself took the initiative. 
Surely, in defending such a claim one is anthropomorphising technology too much? In 
any case, it seems inaccurate or an exaggeration at best to posit that in photography 
µ>P@DQDVFUHDWRURILPDJHV«LVRIWHQRQO\IDFXOWDWLYH¶$QG9DQ/LHULVVLPSO\ZURQJ
WKHUH LV QR RWKHU ZRUG IRU LW ZKHQ KH ZULWHV WKDW µ>F@ORFNV DFWLYDWH WKH ODZV RI
mHFKDQLFVDQGLQNDFWLYDWHVWKRVHRIFKHPLVWU\¶ 
 In Part Three Van Lier describes different photographic behaviours. He starts with 
so-FDOOHG µSUDJPDWLF EHKDYLRXUV¶ LH WKRVH RFFDVLRQV ZKHUH SKRWRJUDSKV VHUYH FHUWDLQ
practical aims (pornography, advertising, fashion). Next are artistic behaviours with a 
VXEVHFWLRQGHYRWHGWRµHYHU\GD\DUW¶SRVWFDUGVSRVWHUVDQGRQHWRµH[WUHPHDUW¶ZKLFK
LQ9DQ/LHU¶VRZQZRUGVµH[SORUHVWKHHQWURS\DQGQHJHQWURS\RIDOOV\VWHPVDVZHOODV
sense and the absurd, thereby unveiling the gap and the anti-VFHQH«RIHYHU\ODQJXDJH
ILJXUHDQGFRQVWUXFWLRQ¶7KHVHFWLRQDOVRFRQWDLQVVRPHEULHIDQGKDVW\UHPDUNVRQKLV
idiosyncratic notion of the photographic subject. Thirdly and lastly, Van Lier discusses 
scientific, docXPHQWDU\ DQG WHVWLPRQLDO EHKDYLRXUV ,Q D SRVWVFULSW HQWLWOHG µ1HZ
7KHRUHWLFDO 3HUVSHFWLYHV¶ KH DOVR WULHV WR IXUWKHU LOOXPLQDWH KLV SKLORVRSK\ RI
photography by situating it within a broader, scientific framework. For this reader, 
however, these closing thoughts are everything but illuminating. Except for some vague 
references to well-known scientific theories, the postscript mainly consists of 
SVHXGRVFLHQWLILF RU GRZQULJKW XQVFLHQWLILF VSHFXODWLRQ µ,QWHOOLJLEOH 2QWRORJ\¶
µ6HPLRSK\VLFV¶ µ$QWKURSRJpQLH¶ HWF ± truly gefundenes Fressen for debunkers like 
Alan Sokal and Jean Bricmont.  
 Van Lier is at his best when he steers away from big words and theories to draw 
our attention to certain peculiarities or interesting characteristics of photographs. For 
instance, when he states that photographic imprints are indicial just like the imprint of a 
ERDU¶VSDZRUWKH7XULQVKURXGKHDOVRQRWLFHVDQLPSRUWDQWGLIIHUHQFHLQWKDWWKHERDU¶V
imprint shows a concave for a convex and the imprint on the shroud is reversed left to 
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right, whereas a photograph makes us see the effects of a cause according to a direction 
and plane by which we ordinarily perceive such causes. And when Van Lier suggests an 
explanation for the weightlessness of the marks on a photograph compared to those on a 
painting by referring to the weightlessness of photons he cleverly adds that tanning is not 
a form of make-up. Worth mentioning is also his observation that the lateral perception of 
photographs (when leafing through magazines) is perhaps more common now than 
IURQWDO SHUFHSWLRQ RU WKDW 5LPEDXG¶V GLFWXP µ-H HVW XQ DXWUH¶ µ, DP VRPHRQH HOVH¶ LV
nicely illustrated in the fact that someone who has just been photographed is often very 
anxious to see what the picture looks like.  
 9DQ /LHU¶V powers of observation are perhaps most obvious in his astute 
descriptions of the work and style of individual photographers. Nevertheless, even when 
KH ZULWHV DERXW VRPH SDUWLFXODU SKRWRJUDSKHU¶V RHXYUH KH VRPHWLPHV ORVHV KLPVHOI LQ
phrases that are too vDJXH DQG DEVWUDFW )RU LQVWDQFH 0DSSOHWKRUSH¶V SLFWXUHV DUH
FKDUDFWHULVHGDV IURPµHGJH WRHGJH ILOOHGZLWK ODUJHDUHDVRI LPSRQGHUDEOHGLPHQVLRQ
where all forms, left behind rather than immobile, well up, in a slow instantaneity, to 
forge a connection bHWZHHQWKHYRLGDQGWKHIUDJPHQW¶7KLVLVQRWWKHRQO\KROORZSKUDVH
LQ WKH ERRN 'HVFULELQJ SKRWRJUDSKV DV µWKH VWXII RI H[WUDWHUUHVWULDOV¶ RU µPRUH XWHULQH
WKDQSKDOOLF¶GRHVQRWUHDOO\DGYDQFHRXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHPHGLXPHLWKHU 
 This brings me tR WKH WZR PDLQ VKRUWFRPLQJV RI WKH ERRN )LUVW 9DQ /LHU¶V
exposé is at times inconsistent to the point of being self-contradictory. I have already 
given a few examples of this, but let me mention a few more. It is not clear to me how 
Van Lier can claim at the same time that µ[i]QGLFHVDUHQRWVLJQV¶DQGWKDWµ>L@QGLFHVDUH
non-LQWHQWLRQDOVLJQV¶$OVRLILQGH[HVDUHVLJQVDQGSKRWRJUDSKVLQFOXGHPDQ\LQGH[HV
how can photographs be completely excluded from the realm of signs? Or consider the 
role of technology again. Before the invention of photography, Van Lier writes, 
WHFKQRORJ\ZDVµDVLPSOHWRRODPHDQVLQWKHVHUYLFHRIKXPDQLQWHQWLRQV¶2QWKHQH[W
SDJHKRZHYHUKHDUJXHVWKDWµ7HFKQRORJ\KDValways taken an important initiative with 
respect to itV XVHU¶ HPSKDVLV DGGHG 7KH PRVW VWULNLQJ LQFRQVLVWHQF\ SHUKDSV LV RQH
that relates to formal and stylistic matters. On the very first page of the book Van Lier 
points out that we lack the appropriate language to describe a photograph adequately 
since our languages were originally forged to speak about painting, architecture and 
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OLWHUDWXUH7KHQKHJRHVRQWRVD\WKDWµVSHFLDOL]HGWHUPLQRORJ\ZRXOGEH«IDOODFLRXVDV
only common language has the power ± through its bricolage ± to re-encode itself so as to 
WRXFK RQ QHZ REMHFWV 7KDW LV ZK\ RQH VKRXOG IRUJHW DOO MDUJRQ KHUH¶ A strange 
admonition, to be sure, as the book is literally filled with specialized technical 
terminology. This, in combination with the fact that the translation was not done by a 
native English speaker, makes it anything but easy reading.  
 Second, Philosophy of Photography contains more than its fair share of over-
dramatic statements if not gross exaggerations. One sometimes gets the impression that 
the invention of photography was the single most important event in human history. Here 
DUH D IHZH[DPSOHV µ8SXQWLOSKRWRJUDSK\¶V DUULYDORQ WKHVFHQHKXPDQEHLQJVKDGD
VHQVH RI PDVWHU\ DQG FUHDWLRQ LQ DOPRVW HYHU\ GRPDLQ¶ µ3ULRU WR WKH LQYHQWLRQ RI
photography, the spectacles of nature and culture were limited in number and perceived 
LQ DQ DQWKURSRFHQWULF PDQQHU¶ µ7KH SKRWRJUDSK « FKDQJHG WKH HQWLUH V\VWHP RI
WUDGLWLRQDOFXOWXUH¶ µWKHSKRWRJUDSKLFSUDFWLFHSUHFLVHO\GHPRQVWUDWHG WKDW WKHUHZDVQR
substance, no essence, no type, no stable character, no radiant individuality, and no atoms 
RIEHKDYLRXU¶ 
 In addition, Van Lier has a remarkable knack for dramatising the experience of 
ORRNLQJDWDSKRWRJUDSK)RULQVWDQFHDFFRUGLQJWR9DQ/LHUµWKHPRVWLQQRFHQWJD]HRQ
a photograph cUHDWHVDGHFLGHGO\XQFDQQ\VLWXDWLRQ¶$QGµ>R@QHXVXDOO\FKDWWHUVDURXQGD
photograph, when passing the family album around for instance, in order to 
simultaneously dispel the panic of the real lurking underneath and in order to animate a 
IHHEOHUHDOLW\¶ 3KRWRJUDSK\9DQ/LHUWKLQNVµKDVFRQWLQXRXVO\XSVHWKXPDQFRQGXFWDQG
EHKDYLRXU¶ , GR QRW ZLVK WR GHQ\ WKDW SKRWRJUDSKV FDQ VRPHWLPHV EH SX]]OLQJ RU WKDW
thinking about photographs can lead to all kinds of interesting paradoxes. But to claim 
that the family photo album typically creates a panic or an uncanny situation is just 
absurd. Ordinary photographs are not, pace Van Lier, the stuff of extraterrestrials.  
 Let me conclude by saying that, in my opinion, the editors of the book also 
overstate their cDVH ZKHQ WKH\ LQWURGXFH WKH ERRN DV µRQH RI WKH PDMRU UHIOHFWLRQV RQ
SKRWRJUDSK\WKDWKDVHYHUEHHQZULWWHQ¶DQGDVµFRPSDUDEOHLQLWVVFRSHDVZHOODVLQLWV
DFKLHYHPHQWV WR WKHZRUNRI«:DOWHU %HQMDPLQ$QGUp %D]LQ$QGUp 0DOUDX[ -RKQ
Berger, Susan SRQWDJRU5RODQG%DUWKHV¶ 
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